"Who is my neighbor?" is the question which produced the famous answer of the parable of the Good Samaritan from the lips of Christ. Christ asks us to be vigilant to the signs of the times, aware of the situations around us, and ready to assist our neighbor in need.
Recently the BBC proudly announced that scientists in the UK have been given the green light to genetically modify human embryos. How should we receive this news? Is it good news or news we should be cautious about? I would like to show why gene editing and destructive embryo experimentation is not something laudable. Rather it should be roundly denounced as an attack on the dignity of the human embryo. We have no right to experiment on and destroy embryos, and in support of this I will draw on the recent writings of that great defender of the poor and defenseless, Pope Francis himself, as well as share some thoughts and writings of our most recent pontiffs, Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI and Saint John Paul II.
First let us outline the basic elements of embryonic gene editing. The system used is called CRISPR/Cas9 (for acronym fans, CRISPR stands for "Clustered Regularly Interspaced Short Palindromic Repeats" and Cas for "CRISPR-associated" genes).
It is like a biological "find and replace" tool that can function as "molecular scissors" to pinpoint, cut, modify, insert, or delete parts of the human genome. The initial goal would be to gain a better understanding of the genes involved in embryo growth, with the modified embryos not being implanted but ultimately destroyed. The embryos used for experimentation are "spare" or "leftover" from the technique of IVF (in vitro fertilization). The IVF procedure has its own intrinsic ills such as the massive destruction of human embryos as well as treating the child like a manufacturing product.
In his most recent encyclical, Laudato si', Pope Francis expressed various concerns for the welfare of the human embryo. In section 136 the pontiff writes "There is a tendency to justify transgressing all boundaries when experimentation is carried out on living human embryos. We forget that the inalienable worth of a human being transcends his or her degree of development" (Francis 2015, n. 136 ). This point is being overlooked by the scientists and researchers and all those who approved this unjust experimentation on human embryos.
Pope Francis is strongly supported by previous papal writings. Quoting from the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith's Donum vitae, Saint John Paul II wrote that "the human being is to be respected and treated as a person from the moment of conception" (John Paul II 1995, n. 60) . Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI, in an address to scientists, announced, God's love does not differentiate between the newly conceived infant still in his or her mother's womb and the child or young person, or the adult and the elderly person. God does not distinguish between them because he sees an impression of his own image and likeness (Genesis 1:26) in each one. (Benedict 2006) Considering destructive embryonic experimentation, one may posit that it is worthwhile for the good it will allegedly bring. 1 But here one is contravening a basic principle of ethics which states "the end does not justify the means." If it did, to gain wealth (end) one could licitly kill others (means), or to arrive at work early (end), one can drive along the pavement (means). The destruction of embryos also contravenes a basic medical principle, taught to us as medical students at Cambridge University, and which all doctors hold as sacred, which is "first do no harm." Later as a practicing surgeon, I would remind my students of this; and today, as a Catholic missionary priest and moral theologian the principle still rings in my conscience.
Pope Francis comments "when technology disregards the great ethical principles, it ends up considering any practice whatsoever as licit" (Francis 2015, n. 136) . A medicine without morals is dangerous, as the so-called Nazi doctors have shown us, who tried to justify their "ground breaking" medical experiments on vulnerable subjects in the name of "progress" and "technology." "A technology severed from ethics will not easily be able to limit its own power" warns the pope (Francis 2015, n. 136) .
One mark of the pontificate of Pope Francis is his concern for the poor and vulnerable. Even those avidly anti-religious have been moved by his gestures of humanity. Pope Francis asks "How can we genuinely teach the importance of concern for other vulnerable beings, however troublesome or inconvenient they may be, if we fail to protect a human embryo?" (Francis 2015, n. 120) . Our Lord once said "whatever you do to the least of these my brothers you do unto me" (Mt 25:40) . In many Church documents on bioethics the human embryo is recognized as "the least of these my brothers," the smallest among men and women and thus in need of special care (CDF 2008, n. 37; John Paul II 1995, n. 104; CDF 1987, conclusion) .
The position of Pope Francis is clear. We should respect the human embryo because the embryo is a human being; not just a bunch of cells but a bundle of human life full of future possibilities. 2 What right do we have to alter its genetic content? How can we destroy a human embryo, which is the ultimate fate of all modified embryos, and justify doing so by saying we are trying to help other human beings? It is thus correct to speak out against gene modification and the concomitant experimentation on human embryos. Evil happens when good people do nothing, so we cannot simply keep quiet or plead indifference. "Silence in the face of evil is itself evil: God will not hold us guiltless. Not to speak is to speak. Not to act is to act." as Bonhoeffer reminds us. 3 It is time for a new generation of good Samaritans to rise up, and with a lively reason and eyes of faith, to recognize in the human embryo a neighbor in need of help and protection.
